Evidence of canine distemper virus infection in skunks negative for antibody against rabies virus.
Between January 1981 and October 1985, brain tissue specimens from 192 skunks that were negative for antibodies against rabies virus were obtained from 2 Illinois Public Health laboratories (A and B). Brain lesions were detected microscopically in specimens from 17 of the 91 (18.7%) skunks from laboratory B and in specimens from 30 of the 101 (29.7%) skunks from laboratory A. Lesions in 3 skunks (1 from laboratory A, 2 from B) were caused by cerebral parasitism. Lesions in the remaining 44 skunks were characterized by perivascular, nonsuppurative, mononuclear cell infiltrates and foci of glial cells of differing severity. The similarity of lesions and the finding of inclusions diagnostic of canine distemper virus (CDV) in some skunks indicated that CDV may be the main cause of neurologic disease in nonrabid skunks. Seventeen of 36 (47.2%) skunks evaluated for antibody against CDV, using an unlabeled antibody-enzyme method, were positive for CDV. Findings in skunks from the 2 laboratories indicated similar annual prevalences of brain lesions in 1982, 1983, and 1984. The highest percentage (40.5%) of nonrabid skunks with encephalitis was found in skunks submitted to laboratory B in 1981, which was concurrent with a rabies epizootic among skunks in Illinois in 1981. The number of skunks from both laboratories with CDV infection peaked during winter-spring. Importance of CDV in skunk population dynamics remains to be elucidated; however, infection with CDV appears to be enzootic and occasionally epizootic in skunks. Because enzootic/epizootic CDV may bias rabies surveillance data, caution in interpretation of surveillance data is necessary.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)